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Introduction

THERE HAS BEEN considerable discussion about
the role of ethnicity in modern intrastate con-

flicts but relatively little analysis about how
peace-building efforts and specific approaches
can bridge ethnic gaps. This Special Study ex-
amines how international donors are trying to
help reconcile ethnic conflicts in Bosnia–
Herzegovina and Croatia—two countries that
suffered vicious ethnic conflict after declaring
their independence from Yugoslavia earlier this
decade. It describes the ethnic situations before
the 1991–95 wars of Yugoslav secession and
analyzes the approaches that have succeeded
since in reaching across the current ethnic divi-
sions, particularly at the community level.

A team sponsored by USAID’s Center for De-
velopment Information and Evaluation (CDIE)
undertook the study during the summer of 1997.
It is important to note that this analysis, the data
collected, and the findings are based on the situ-
ation as of that date. The team consisted of a
senior research analyst from the U.S. Institute
of Peace, an evaluation officer from CDIE, a
media expert, and a political scientist. Before
visiting the region, the team performed an ex-

tensive literature search and interviewed repre-
sentatives of numerous donors, nongovernmen-
tal organizations, and U.S. and other private
voluntary organizations active in Bosnia–
Herzegovina and Croatia. During two visits to
the region, the team conducted more than 150
interviews and met with numerous focus groups.
Our report concentrates primarily on Bosnia–
Herzegovina, where the majority of research
was done.

We looked at three broad categories of projects
and programs: private sector reactivation, alter-
native-media support, and civil society strength-
ening. We examined USAID’s efforts and other
donor projects in the region. Although we in-
tended this as a more comprehensive review of
various categories of activities, the large num-
ber and wide variety of activities compelled us
to narrow our investigation to the three catego-
ries.

Throughout our interviews, one fact emerged
clearly: all ethnic factions in the communities
of Bosnia–Herzegovina and Croatia have a
strong and active desire for an enduring peace.



The challenge for international policymakers is
to use resources more effectively to strengthen

and facilitate community efforts to bridge the
ethnic and political gaps.
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Background

MODERN BOSNIA has a varied and ethnically
diverse history. An Indo-European people

known as Illyrians lived in the region now called
Bosnia–Herzegovina from 1000 B.C. An over-
pass between Western Europe and the Eastern
Balkans, the area was overrun by Romans
(A.D. 9), settled by Slavs (late 6th century), en-
croached upon by Hungarians (from the early
12th), overrun by Ottoman Turks (1463), occu-
pied by Austria–Hungary (1878), and colored
throughout the centuries by countless others.

Of Bosnia’s prewar (1991) population, 44 per-
cent could loosely be identified as ethnic Mus-
lims (their ancestors converted from Catholicism
during the Ottoman occupation), 31 percent as
Serbs, 17 percent as Croats. There were also
Albanians, Hungarians, and Romas. In the cit-
ies, intermarriage had begun to blur these dis-
tinctions. For example, many residents of
Sarajevo, Mostar, and Tuzla considered them-
selves Yugoslavs before citing an ethnicity or
religion. But groups of Croats and Serbs in the
countryside kept closely to their clans.

In 1943 Josip Broz—a half-Croat, half-Slovene
guerrilla and Communist—took the title of Mar-
shal Tito and began to rule Yugoslavia. He broke
from Stalin’s Eastern bloc in 1948 and made
Yugoslavia the most progressive Eastern Euro-
pean country. The West gave Tito easy credit,
fortifying the nation against Soviet expansion.

Tito’s Yugoslavia was a precarious balance of
geography and ethnicity. Geographically, the
country was divided into six territorial repub-
lics (Bosnia–Herzegovina, Croatia, Macedonia,
Montenegro, Serbia, and Slovenia) and two au-
tonomous regions (Kosovo and Vojvodina). Eth-
nically, the population consisted of six ethnic
nationalities, or “constituent nations” (known
as narod) and a series of lesser minorities (called
narodnost).* Some say Tito suppressed, only tem-
porarily, deep historic grievances among his sub-
jects.

*Narod refers to Slav nations having only Yugoslavia
as their mother states. Narodnost means those national
minorities such as Albanians, Hungarians, Italians, and
Turks living in Yugoslavia but having a different mother
state. Romas, or Gypsies, are included in this latter cat-
egory (Hodson, Sekulic, and Massey 1994, 1,543).
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hold together the two “entities” created at Day-
ton (the Republika Srpska and the Bosniac–
Croat Federation), which together form the Re-
public of Bosnia–Herzegovina. Croatia, now a
separate nation with a clearer national identity
than its neighbors, is faced with reintegration of
former minority populations. Serbs, who were
viewed as the aggressors in the war, have found
it difficult to obtain even the most basic rights
in certain regions, such as Eastern Slavonia,
where they lived before.

Of the two entities that were to be part of a larger
republic in Bosnia, one, the Republika Srpska,
covered most of the territory Serbs held at war’s
end. The second, rooted in the Washington
Agreement of March 1994, was the Federation
of Bosnia–Herzegovina. Elections were held
September 14 –15, 1996, for prominent posi-
tions in the entities and the Republic of Bosnia–
Herzegovina, with the nationalist parties taking
the majority of votes. Municipal elections took
place in the Republic of Bosnia–Herzegovina
the following September 13–14. While indi-
vidual nationalist parties lost ground, the three
ruling parties overall won a clear majority, cap-
turing 67 percent of the council seats—81 per-
cent in the federation and 57 percent in
Srpska—continuing the trend of rule by the
strong nationalist parties.

Ethnic Typologies

Many have remarked that Bosnia–Herzegovina
is an artificial nation–state, because its people
share no unified sense of culture and history, no
common ethnic identity, and no common attach-
ment to a territorial homeland. This view attests

Whatever the case, after Tito’s death in 1980
the political and economic structures that sus-
tained confederation began to unravel. Several
factors were responsible: growing economic dis-
integration in some of the republics; the rise of
nationalism, particularly in Serbia; and a corre-
sponding fear of Serbian hegemony, notably in
Croatia. Bosnia–Herzegovina (often simply
called Bosnia) was particularly vulnerable be-
cause of its ethnic composition. As Bosnia it-
self began to feel the strain, nationalist Croats
and Serbs looked outward to Croatia and Serbia,
rather than joining together to build a new na-
tion in Bosnia itself.

When war broke out, the international commu-
nity responded with humanitarian aid but did
not immediately intervene to curb the fighting.
U.S. attempts at mediating a cease-fire and
NATO air strikes on Bosnian Serb positions led
to the December 1995 Dayton Peace Accords
signed by Presidents Alija Izetbegovic of Bosnia,
Slobodan Miloševic of Serbia, and Franjo
Tudjman of Croatia, giving Bosnia–
Herzegovina and Croatia greater international
recognition and frameworks for new nation–
states.

Nationalist Croats, Muslims, and Serbs still re-
sist the reintegration of Bosnia–Herzegovina.
Fewer than 30,000 refugees have returned to
minority areas. As many as 1,870,000 Bosnians
remain uprooted, with 1,400,000 of these refu-
gees from Bosnia and 470,000 internally dis-
placed as of 1998. Some feel it is futile to force
Bosnia’s different ethnic groups to live together
and that the best path to peace is through parti-
tion. Others argue that partition has never
worked historically and that is it is important to
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that Yugoslavia was held together principally
because of the highly authoritarian leadership
of Marshal Tito; when he died, ethnic factional-
ism and hatred rose to the surface and caused a
rapid breakup of the country into its composite
parts. Although this is a gripping scenario, we
found it inaccurate. Before the war, there ap-
peared to be a thriving pluralistic society that
had strong social, political, and economic ties,
though varying degrees of integration existed
among the ethnic groups.

Despite recent attempts to define ethnic nation-
alities, ethnicity in the former Yugoslavia was
never really clear-cut. It was the product not only
of ethnoreligious lines and ethnic groupings but
also of distinctions based on geographic and
familial lineage. Before the war, there were eth-
nically mixed populations of individuals who
identified with their nation–state rather than call-
ing themselves Croat or Muslim. In many towns
and villages, more than a quarter of all marriages
were mixed. From a total population of 23 mil-
lion in 1981, more than 3 million children were
products of mixed marriages. A growing num-
ber of these children saw themselves as
Yugoslav. In the census of that year, 15 percent
of all Yugoslav youths identified themselves as
Yugoslavs, with 36 percent preferring this des-
ignation to their ethnic minority. Before the war,
groups identifying themselves as 23 different
nationalities lived together in the central Bosnian
town of Novi Travnik, and a large percentage
of the marriages in Mostar (main city and former
capital of Herzegovina) were ethnically mixed.

Yet the extent of diversity is not as important as
the levels of integration. We found a host of
typologies, each situational and geographically

based. There were four basic typologies: 1) in-
tegrated and strongly multiethnic communities,
such as the Bosnian town Tuzla; 2) geographi-
cally divided cities or towns, such as Pakrac in
Croatia and Gornji Vakuf in Bosnia; 3) ethni-
cally dominated cities, such as Livno* (by
Bosnian Croats) and Banja Luka (government
seat of the Republika Srpska); and 4) cantons
or municipalities with a high degree of mixed
marriages but with ethnically distinct popula-
tions. We found that cities, in general, were much
more ethnically diverse than towns and villages.
It was therefore critical to the study that we con-
sider each project and its consequences within
the appropriate local context.

The nature of this integration also was impor-
tant. Ethnic groups cherished their own identity
but recognized their neighbors’ identities. Nev-
ertheless, as in any integrated society, this type
of ethnic view was inclusive and defined in terms
of who belonged, rather than by who did not.
Nevertheless, as Tone Bringa points out in her
study of central Bosnian villages before the war,
“Common interests brought the different ethnic
groups together” (Bringa 1996).

Then there are groups, such as the Romas, who
were accepted and enjoyed the formal status of
minority (narodnost) in the former Yugoslavia.
This faction now faces many new pressures, be-
cause it lives outside the main ethnic units in
postwar Bosnia and Croatia.

In certain areas hardest hit by the war, there is
little tolerance for pluralism. In western

*Livno’s prewar Muslim population of 15,000 had
dwindled to 3,000 by December 1995.
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Methodology

In this light, the CDIE team attempted to gauge
specific types of ethnic cooperation across three
categories of projects and programs—private
sector economic reactivation, alternative-media
support, and civil society strengthening—and
consider the specific geographic and ethnic situ-
ations described. We examined more than 150
projects throughout Bosnia and in selected towns
and cities of Croatia. These are the three central
questions we attempted to address:

n  What types of projects did the international
donor community undertake that were de-
signed to promote ethnic cooperation?
What were the obstacles inherent to ethnic
cooperation that projects were designed to
address?

n  What have these interventions accom-
plished by way of promoting interethnic
cooperation? What were the factors that
affected their performance?

n  What lessons can be drawn from these in-
terventions?

To gauge success in ethnic reconciliation, we
sought to define terms and identify criteria to
indicate a degree of cooperation. We have used
the term reconstruction to refer to interethnic
tolerance and the acceptance of a live-and-let-
live philosophy among the ethnic factions.
Some more operational and at least visible indi-
cators that we used to attempt to characterize
ethnic reconciliation were

n   Freedom from control by nationalistic po-
litical parties

Herzegovina and eastern Bosnia, some nation-
alist Croats and Serbs still push for separation.
Ironically, the prospects are far better for the
growth of a strong multiethnic society in the Serb
town of Banja Luka, where a varied civil soci-
ety is starting to take root, than in the Bosnian
Croat–dominated municipalities of central
Bosnia such as Kiseljak and Busovaca, which
are linked more to Sarajevo than to the Croatian
capital Zagreb.

The war and the nature of the conflict hardened
ethnic tensions. After the initial shock of inva-
sion and mass expulsion, the war turned into a
myriad of local conflicts. In several towns
(Gorazde, Vitez, Bugojno, Novi Travnik) fight-
ing was over individual arms factories. In many
others, small groups were surrounded and be-
sieged. One dramatic example occurred in the
Muslim town of Vitez, where 1,200 Muslims
spent the war encircled by a larger group of
Croats. Some towns, such as Gornji Vakuf,
Novi Travnik, and Mostar, divided sharply along
geographic lines. Nor were community battles
necessarily “interethnic.” Some of the worst
fighting in northwestern Herzegovina pitted the
Muslims of Velika Kladuša against their Mus-
lim neighbors in Bihac.

The Bosnia that emerged from this war some-
times resembles a mosaic of tiny city–states.
Municipal boundaries parallel ethnic divisions.
(For example, the Bosniacs [Muslims] of the
town of Stari Vitez have been included in a
Muslim municipality to which they are not
physically connected.) Fragmentation poses a
formidable obstacle to rebuilding Bosnia as a
unitary state, and the task to return to intereth-
nic cooperation is even more difficult when
political boundaries reinforce ethnic divisions.

4

4
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n   Freedom of trade and commerce

n   Freedom of movement and communica-
tion across both local and interentity
boundary lines

n   Recognition of citizens’ basic rights

These are not necessarily in any hierarchical or
chronological order. Rather, in the towns we

visited the indicators were present in varying
degrees. That first indicator, freedom from na-
tionalistic political parties, is hardly unique to
Bosnia but is certainly germane within the re-
cent historical context and political realities of
the country. At present, at every level in Bosnian
society it continues to be a major element in the
ability of a city or community to achieve coop-
eration among ethnic groups.

Background
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Reactivating the Economy

I NDUSTRY FUELED GROWTH in Yugoslavia’s
 prewar economic structure. It generated 39

percent of revenue, employed 44 percent of the
labor force, and accounted for 90 percent of
exports. Although Yugoslavia’s economy was
far more open than its Eastern European neigh-
bors’, civil war interrupted its transition to a fully
open economy. As a result, a legal and struc-
tural framework for a market economy was not
in place when the war ended, and industrial pro-
duction has been slow to revive. In Bosnia–
Herzegovina, the lack of an industrial revival
has meant continuing high unemployment.
Thus, to a large extent, small-scale enterprises
and family-owned businesses are the predomi-
nant source of income for many Bosnian fami-
lies and communities.

One factor affecting reactivation is the federa-
tion-level legal, policy, and regulatory environ-
ment. For example, the Dayton Accords clearly
establish free trade between the two constituent
entities of the Republic of Bosnia–Herzegovina.
However, in the federation, we found that non-
statutory, nonlegal, and political barriers restrict
free movement of goods and severely confine
business reactivation.

Microenterprises
And Small Businesses

While the European Union, international finan-
cial institutions, and other bilateral donors have
sought to establish the legal and regulatory struc-
tures needed to implement the Republic of
Bosnia–Herzegovina’s economic framework
required by the Dayton Accords, many donors
over the past year have tried to inject capital
directly to the lowest income beneficiaries and
to specific target groups through small-scale and
microenterprise lending. These projects are de-
signed primarily to provide jobs and income to
groups most affected by the war: women, dis-
placed persons, refugees. In reality, although the
projects do generate income, they serve the pur-
pose of a social safety net. They have received
growing attention (and funding) as an attempt
to move individuals from unemployment and
humanitarian assistance to active employment
and economic independence. The World Bank
is the largest donor. It authorized $11.0 million
for 1996–97, of which $6.7 million had already
been spent by mid-1997. The U.S.–supported
Bosnian Women’s Initiative has provided $5.0
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million. World Vision has provided 2.5 million
deutsche marks (US$1.4 million). In addition,
the Dutch and the Swedish International De-
velopment Agency have provided loans.

For microenterprise lending, loans were gener-
ally less than 10,000 deutsche marks
(US$5,500), and repayment periods were
30–90 days. However, little was offered in an-
cillary training or services. At this level, projects
had very little interethnic effect. For the most
part, they were individual loans whose primary
objective was to generate income for the ben-
eficiary. According to the World Bank project
manager, recipients under the program gener-
ally were family-owned enterprises or associa-
tions of longstanding neighbors. As such, in
many cases they did not reach beyond familial
patterns of employment. Although the loans pri-
marily serve to provide a continuing source of
income as a bridge to return to more normal em-
ployment patterns, they are also beginning to
reinvigorate homes and cottage industries.

To some extent, small business lending has pro-
vided more opportunities to develop linkages
between the ethnic factions. As one interviewee
stated, “Commerce is ethnically blind; we buy
and sell to whoever can pay.” Small businesses
can create background and forward linkages that
do cross ethnic lines. In many cases local orga-
nizations familiar with the various producers in
a region have been able to bring them together,
despite ethnic differences. One example we
found, the Travnik Business Center—a local
nonprofit organization funded by the World
Bank—has been instrumental in business de-
velopment in the canton. On the strength mainly
of relationships formed before the war, the cen-
ter director was able to form a solidarity group
consisting of Bosniacs, Bosnian Croats, and

Bosnian Serbs. The group was integrated in
terms of production: one individual might have
raised chickens, the second harvested eggs, and
the third produced egg cartons. In addition to
creating a fully integrated process where all
members of the group benefited, the cross-eth-
nic nature of the individuals helped business.
Certain members, because of their ethnic iden-
tity, could purchase resources more efficiently
and cheaply for the benefit of the group.

Another example was in the divided city of
Gornji Vakuf/Uskoplje, where a women’s group
consisting of both Bosniacs and Bosnian Croats
emerged after the war. Although the city is oth-
erwise sharply divided, these women combined
forces to provide supplementary income for their
families. They started a cottage knitting indus-
try. Today they have more than 30 members,
receive marketing and design expertise from
firms abroad, and have a contract with a Scan-
dinavian company to market the products. The
group leaders believe they have been able to
expand because of continued donor support,
because the project is financially beneficial, and
because each codirector has been able to repre-
sent her ethnic faction and make decisions and
compromises on behalf of her group. One of
the clearest conclusions we reached was that,
in this and many other group businesses, the
long-term sustainability of the project and the
development of continued ethnic ties were
clearly linked to the financial viability of the
enterprise.

Financial Intermediaries

One of the most valuable interventions by the
donor community has come from organizations
that serve as financial intermediaries. Because
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of a strict business motivation, these organiza-
tions have helped forge links between various
factions. Multiethnic organizations are starting
to emerge.

In Osijek, in Croatia, USAID has funded a group
called Opportunity International to establish a
small lending organization, Stedno Kreditna
Zadruga (commonly known by its acronym
NOA), to provide loans in Eastern Slavonia,
which is now under United Nations occupation.
The region is populated principally by Croats
but also by Serbian refugees struggling to re-
turn to their former homes. NOA is an example
of a project designed to cross community and
ethnic factions. Its board of directors is broadly
based and consists of eight members, including
such groups as Serbs, Croats, Muslims, Hun-
garians, and Albanians. Each individual has
served as a contact from his or her community
to the project. Loan officers are both Serb and
Muslim. The organization appears to operate
unhampered by government restriction, although
it uses little publicity and keeps a low profile in
its contacts with the banking and government
officials in Osijek. The board’s diversity has
earned NOA the acceptance of many factions;
thus, a wide variety of ethnic groups have be-
come loan recipients.

Business Associations

Business and professional organizations, at both
the national and municipal level, have worked
well to develop interethnic linkages. In Bosnia,
these associations were formed long before the
war. For example, the Small and Medium Busi-
ness Organization in Tuzla, a multiethnic city

since its inception, has been in existence 22
years. Its 11,000 members attest to the
organization’s long-standing stature.

Through a grant to this organization, USAID’s
Office of Transition Initiatives (OTI) has helped
develop an Association of Businessmen serv-
ing associations in both the Republika Srpska
and the federation. This has created a consoli-
dated board representing groups in Republika
Srpska and Bosnia that provides a continuing
relationship between the two associations.

A second approach to strengthen linkages be-
tween these groups was to provide new infor-
mation technology to open channels of com-
munication that the political leadership could not
block. Until recently, placing phone calls be-
tween selected geographic areas in the
Republika Srpska and Bosnia was impossible.
OTI Tuzla helped provide a computer-based
communications network between the Serb and
Bosnian business associations. Despite the in-
ability of many of these association members
and their goods to travel between Serbia and
Bosnia, the members were able to communi-
cate. This led, frequently, to identification of
common issues and development of marketing
information.

The increased communication has led to joint
action on some issues that affected the economic
self-interest of both associations, such as high
employee taxes, lack of available credit, and
informal markets. The so-called Arizona mar-
ket, in the Zone of Separation between the fed-
eration and the Republika Srpska, is controlled
by neither entity and hence is not subject to tax,
overhead, or regulation. Though widely viewed

Reactivating the Economy
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as a black market, it technically is not illegal.
But it does undercut local businesses on either
side of the zone that pay taxes and are subject
to other regulatory requirements prohibiting
them from selling as cheaply as Arizona market
merchants. Through a larger association that
incorporated both entities’ associations, the lo-
cal businesses drafted a joint letter expressing
their opinion and taking a mutual stand against
the market, despite fear of reprisal on the Serb
side.

Another aspect of intervention that helped de-
velop linkages between the two associations is
external training. Loan officers for NOA, World
Vision, and the businessmen’s associations cited
it as a fundamental way to change biases and
prejudices against former enemies. Taking in-
dividuals out of their national context and train-
ing them in a more neutral, less politically
charged atmosphere frequently allowed them to
change their biases against one another.
Interviewees believe this was truer with indi-
viduals from divided cities or smaller towns or
villages.

Infrastructure

Reconstruction of basic utilities and infrastruc-
ture is essential to economic reactivation and
full integration of Bosnia–Herzegovina’s two
entities. Types of reconstruction that support
business development include electricity, wa-
ter, sewage systems, roads, and bridges. Equally
important to interethnic cooperation is recon-
struction or renovation of public sector infra-
structure, such as schools and community cen-
ters. This can create spaces that are politically

neutral and where both sides are able to meet
without fear of political reprisal. Finally, public
utility and infrastructure reconstruction can also
support the return of refugees. Issues that deter-
mine whether reconstruction can occur and the
bearing any improvement can have on a com-
munity include the political dynamics within the
communities, the extent to which there is free
movement within the community, and whether
legal and human rights are respected.

USAID has been at the forefront of the effort to
rebuild roads and important facilities in Bosnia.
As of 1997, the Agency had committed $182
million for the Municipal Infrastructure Pro-
gram, aimed at reestablishing critical installa-
tions and facilities on both sides of the interentity
boundary line in the American zone.* Where
possible, the program emphasizes cross-entity
projects that foster cooperation between the fed-
eration and the Republika Srpska. It has two
elements: The Municipal Infrastructure and the
Community Infrastructure Rehabilitation Pro-
grams.

One subproject that finally overcame political
opposition from political parties to provide com-
munity-level infrastructure that restores relations
between the factions is the Šamac–Prud Elec-
tric Line. Under the Municipal Infrastructure Re-
habilitation project, USAID restored a 10-kilo-
watt power line from the Serb municipality of
Šamac across the interentity boundary line to
power the village of Prud. Although Šamac does

*NATO has divided Bosnia–Herzegovina into three
peacekeeping zones of administration—headed by the
United States, the United Kingdom, and France.
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not benefit directly from the power, agricultural
production on the Croat side will help restore
full productive capacity at the agricultural pro-
cessing plant in Šamac. Yet this project encoun-
tered strong opposition from Serb leaders. How-
ever, because of the economic benefits that were
to accrue to Šamac as a result of several other
projects, Serb leaders’ approval of the power
line, which solidly benefited Prud, was finally
achieved.

Other donors too have provided infrastructure
to boost interethnic communication. One ex-
ample is the reconstruction of Osijek’s Central
Market, which became the primary outlet for
produce and goods from Eastern Slavonia. As
a zone of occupation, it became part of Croatia
in January 1998. In order for Eastern Slavonia
to become more fully integrated, producers
needed an outlet for their goods, particularly
produce in Osijek. For villagers inside Eastern
Slavonia who used to have to take their goods
to Beli Manastir several hours away over bad
roads, having the Osijek market has now tied
them to the rest of Croatia. Several producers
have taken advantage of their need to cross into
Osijek to reach the market and are now selling
to restaurants and grocery stores in the city.

One obstacle to economic infrastructure is lack
of cost-effectiveness and sustainability. Al-
though building a road or bridge may promote
contact across ethnic lines, if the structure is not
sustained, progress toward commercial and so-

cial relations will be disrupted. Ethnic enmity is
still a major obstacle for reconstruction. A pro-
posed water distribution for the small village of
Memici, which had to come from a reservoir in
the Serb municipality of Osmaci, was rejected
at first because the Bosnians believed the water
would be poisoned. Only upon discovering that
a small village on the Bosnian side already used
water from Osmaci did the Memici villagers
green-light the project.

Destruction of bridges, roads, and electrical lines
between towns has caused growing isolation of
villages and communities. These communities
in turn have had to rely increasingly on their
respective governments for services. With gov-
ernments in Sarajevo, Banja Luka, and Zagreb
struggling to meet the requirements of Dayton,
serve their populations, maintain ethnic unity,
and finance public administration, they have
been unable to meet the need for reconstruction
and have had to rely on donors. Fortuitously,
this has provided donors an opportunity to use
resources constructively to identify linkages for
returning normal relations between the factions.
A bridge over the Bosna River—a construction
project that was never agreed to by Republika
Srpska leaders—is an excellent example of
where a donor investment could have helped
restore economic ties (faster transport between
goods on the Bosnian side and the agriculture-
processing plant on the Serb side), enable the
Bosnians to pass into Šamac, and restore nor-
mal purchasing and employment patterns.

Reactivating the Economy
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Supporting

Alternative Media

THE MEDIA IN BOSNIA appear at first sight
vibrant, healthy, and competitive. As of

mid-1996, there were an estimated 145 print
media, 92 radio stations, 29 television stations,
and 6 news agencies. This represents an expan-
sion from before the war, when there were but
54 radio stations, 4 TV stations, and a single
news agency. Not surprisingly, there has been a
major increase to more than 300 print media.
The war was a watershed event for many me-
dia, especially broadcast stations. During the
war, news media became more pervasive
throughout the country—with TV as the most
important media source for Bosnians of all back-
grounds. When TV was unavailable, radio fre-
quently became the source of news. Nationalis-
tic political parties fought to control the vast
majority of TV and other media outlets. Other,
new media outlets, however, are passionately
committed to creating alternative voices that can
challenge the power of nationalistic stations.
They have received enthusiastic support from
the international community. USAID alone had
allocated $6 million to 43 different media out-
lets by 1997.

The primary objective of most of these inter-
ventions has been a long-term strategy to de-
velop alternative media and foster the free flow
of balanced information. As part of this strat-
egy, USAID’s Office of Transition Initiatives be-
gan a series of short-term political transition
grants to the media, designed to provide
Bosnians with alternative information, to rein-
force peace, and to “promote positive intereth-
nic relations.” Many of these efforts are short-
term and designed to curb material that could
damage ethnic cooperation.

Donors’ short-term imperatives have included
preventing interethnic hostilities, getting elec-
tion information out to the media, and helping
life appear more normal and less war-torn. To
achieve these objectives, the donor community
has funded a broad array of media. For example,
the Organization for Security and Cooperation
in Europe (OSCE) and NATO have escorted
journalists across the interentity boundary line
and organized workshops on both sides. The
Office of Transition Initiatives has provided
newsprint to moderate papers on either side of
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the line. OTI helps media define and deliver
messages that promote peace, tolerance, reinte-
gration, and democracy. It also organizes pub-
lic forums, debates, discussions, and petition
drives. These small-scale efforts were designed
to reach the greatest number of people and cut
across the broadest geographic areas, attempt-
ing especially to develop alternative media
where there had been none.

Donors funded several more costly, high-profile
media initiatives aimed primarily at linking the
two entities. The Office of the High Represen-
tative is responsible for overseeing the Open
Broadcast Network, also known as TVIN,
which depends on satellite technology and has
developed programs for five prominent Bosnian
television stations. The Swiss government
funded the Free Elections Radio Network
(FERN), which takes material from correspon-
dents throughout Bosnia and transmits a
mélange of liberal programming and modern
music. OTI has funded a new newspaper in-
sert, Ogledalo (“Mirror”), printed in the Cyrillic
script for its Serb readership and Latin for read-
ers in the federation. Like FERN, Ogledalo takes
its material from correspondents rather than from
the central news agency that is the source for
most Bosnian media outlets. It is distributed free
of charge inside three leading newspapers, two
of which print in the Republika Srpska. These
new media outlets have had varying degrees of
success. Well aware of the donors’ enthusiasm
for “alternative” papers, many women’s groups
and youth centers have either proposed or started
up journals, though several of these have failed.

Three features about donor-financed media pro-
grams are worth noting here. First, the media

are expected to play a responsible social role in
promoting interethnic harmony. Indeed, this is
clearly a prime objective of donor grants and
has become prescriptive to the media at times.
When Muslim listeners began to recall their
wartime torture by Croats on Radio Mostar, the
station’s director was warned by the European
Union administrator of Mostar that this would
heighten Muslim–Croat tensions. OSCE and
Radio FERN proscribe ethnically loaded
phrases, and FERN even refuses to play local
music lest hateful messages slip through in the
lyrics. Station managers who claim to avoid
politics in their broadcasts admit that every piece
of music, every subtle inflection of dialect, can
become a powerful political statement when ten-
sions are running high.

The second notable feature of some of these
donor-supported media is their expense. TVIN
cost $10.3 million to establish. Radio FERN cost
2.0 million deutsche marks (US$1.1 million).
FERN pays its correspondents four times the
average wage. Ogledalo pays 300 deutsche
marks (US$165) for a single feature, well above
the national average. The California-based
Internews has used satellites to organize video
conferences for participants in Banja Luka and
Sarajevo, which would be difficult to replicate.
However, many of the small-scale efforts are
low-cost and highly successful.

Third, the issue is whether these efforts are sus-
tainable in the long run by the local media. Chal-
lenges facing the media since the Dayton Ac-
cords are far more complex than those con-
fronted during the war. They need to face is-
sues of credibility, expertise, sustainability, com-
munity versus extracommunity approaches, and
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the role of the media in a democratic society.
There is no overall media coordinator under the
Dayton peace plan, but the Organization for
Security and Cooperation in Europe was given
a mandate to organize elections, which it has
used to monitor the media and screen out anti-
social material. However, these efforts have been
subordinate to OSCE’s political mandate and
linked to a short-term goal: holding elections.*

Assessing the success or failure of efforts to
obtain a socially responsive, open media is dif-
ficult, because there are no agreed-upon indica-
tors for achievement. One method of determin-
ing whether these media have been successful
would be its audience. Radio FERN, which
places great store in audience figures, told our
team that 27 percent of the federation popula-
tion listens to a FERN broadcast four times a
week. Another poll disputed this. But even if
correct, what such a figure would mean is not
at all clear. Polls have little credibility in this
difficult situation.

The Office of Transition Initiatives’ small-grant
program supported numerous media outlets.
These short-term media grants allow OTI to
fund many projects, spreading the risk in a high-
risk environment. OTI hopes some grants will
take root but fully expects others not to have

the desired impact. However, it has provided
channels for many media to publish a wide spec-
trum of opinion. It also has given many inexpe-
rienced journalists a chance to learn on the job.

Many media representatives we interviewed
questioned whether this approach helped these
new media outlets to be viewed as aligned with
international donors. Alternative media must
fight an uphill battle to win viewers, listeners,
readers, and advertisers. And credibility is the
key to their acceptance.

The high level of international donor involve-
ment in funding alternative media clearly was a
response to the immediate requirements of bridg-
ing the ethnic divisions in Bosnia. Yet that in-
volvement needs also to include strategies and
approaches for the long-term development of a
democratic media, which is essential for the
peace and openness of a society. A long-term
strategy might include a variety of elements such
as journalism training, development of profes-
sional associations, financial and business plans
for the sustainability of media, improving the
credibility of media, and accurate, nonpartisan
media monitoring and polling. Donors should
help media become credible and sustainable
where there are fire walls between raising
money and reporting the news, and where the
journalists are trained in ethics, polling tech-
niques, circulation, and advertising. Clearly,
some of the long-term approaches and policies
do not foster the immediate goals. Journalism
training, for example, may not contribute to re-
ducing ethnic tensions and peace in the short
term but over time is critical to building demo-
cratic media.

Supporting Alternative Media

*OSCE set up a media-experts group to monitor the 1996
and 1997 elections. After a slow start, the group gath-
ered momentum and came close to disbarring Biljana
Plavsic (now president of the Republika Srpska) from
running in 1996 after she appeared on television to
dispute the existence of a unified Bosnia. Two prob-
lems undermine the group’s authority: political leaders
often ignore the group’s advice, and it will go out of
business when OSCE withdraws.
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Strengthening
Civil Society

CIVIL  SOCIETY encompasses the entire range
of private nonprofit organizations, profes-

sional and social groups, and associations that
exist in Bosnia. It is “the public realm between
the state and the family” (Harbeson, Rothchild,
and Chazan 1996, 56). These groups build on a
broad structure of organizations that predate the
war: women’s organizations, minority groups,
political organizations, municipal organizations,
self-help organizations. Many of these are alive
and active. They created multiethnic groups in
Bosnia before the war and have the capacity to
unite different groups still, precisely because
they have always cut across, rather than rein-
force, ethnic divisions. International donors and
nongovernmental organizations have encour-
aged the growth of local NGOs. As a result, a
host of new NGOs and groupings have emerged
in postwar Bosnia. Many are issues driven
(handicapped, mothers of the disappeared) hu-
man rights or political groups (such as Serb
groups in Croatia).

In many cases, civic organizations are being set
up explicitly to build alliances within and across

ethnic borders. The Forum for Tuzla Citizens
(CTF) was set up in 1993—during the heart of
the war—with the express goal of promoting
interethnic contact. CTF president Vehid Sehic
was the first prominent Muslim to visit Brcko,
Banja Luka, and Bijeljina in the Republika
Srpska. After five months of groundwork, he
established links between the CTF and presti-
gious international groups and helped the Serbs
set up a citizen’s committee in Banja Luka. On
August 31, 1996, the CTF created an alterna-
tive parliament of citizen’s groups, to challenge
the established power of the nationalist parties.
Although they did not fare well in recent elec-
tions, they have the potential to become a for-
midable power base in the country.

Hence, these organizations have enormous po-
tential to bring about cooperation and establish
permanent linkages between the ethnic factions.
Development of strong civic organizations has
proven essential to the reconciliation efforts at
the community and cantonal levels. However,
there are significant legal and political impedi-
ments to the growth of strong NGOs in Bosnia.

4

4
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Growth of local NGOs has been both encour-
aged and discouraged by the establishment in
Bosnia of 210 international agencies.  The fi-
nancial burdens placed on local NGOs by the
federation government are enormous. They are
required to pay an additional 65 percent on the
salary of each Bosnian employee to cover so-
cial benefits and income taxes. This tax burden
is so onerous that most do not pay it. Local
NGOs are regularly charged at least 30 percent
more than normal rates for water and electric-
ity. Interviewees stated that because the gov-
ernment believed these organizations were
heavily donor funded, it was attempting to cap-
ture some of these “free resources.”

Impediments to Local NGOs

What has been the role of international donors
in assisting civil society and local NGOs? The
team examined the normative questions of the
role of assistance in fostering these NGOs and
among the numerous roles these organizations
play—or, more specifically, the role these orga-
nizations have in fostering ethnic cooperation.
There is a dichotomy between ostensible donor
support for the role these organizations have in
fostering interethnic cooperation and the con-
sequences of that support.

One example of a strategy designed to foster
ethnic cooperation that produced impressive
numbers of individuals trained in democratic
concepts was a project run by the U.S.–based
National Democratic Institute for International
Affairs (NDI)—a self-help exercise to encour-
age communities to “identify local priorities.”
Using a model developed in the West Bank and
Gaza, the coordinators of this project selected

eight Bosnian coordinators from in and around
the multiethnic town of Tuzla. The coordina-
tors were given responsibility for organizing dis-
cussion groups in towns in the surrounding can-
tons. The project reports that 800 Bosnians from
all factions are participating in discussions on
democracy. While this output is impressive, one
of the anticipated results might have been the
enhanced participation of these citizens in gov-
ernance, which would result in mechanisms
developed to address the priority needs of the
communities. In one such community, Lipnica,
the ability of the community to address its needs
was not yet evident. The village council was
essentially bankrupt, the telephones had been
cut off, garbage lay uncollected, and unemploy-
ment was high after a local coal mine shut down.
Rather than attempt to deal with these critical
issues through the problem-solving techniques
taught by NDI, townspeople were waiting for a
Swedish aid agency or other donors to provide
the necessary response.

Ultimately, the question must be asked whether
the efforts by international donors and commu-
nity organizations in Bosnia can overcome par-
tisan political leadership at the community level
and the separatist policies of the nationalistic po-
litical parties. On a small-scale community level,
there are instances where the communities have
overcome the ethnic divisions. We saw a suc-
cessful intervention in the form of a youth cen-
ter in Gornji Vakuf/Uskoplje, where the United
Methodist Committee on Relief and the United
Nations Office of Volunteers had started a com-
munity center on the boundary of the divided
city. In Gornji Vakuf, the political authorities and
ethnic tensions have created a situation where
children go to parallel schools, adults work in
newly separated firms, and families live on the
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“appropriate” side of the line. All space is seen
as “ours or theirs.” The community center was
created with the participation of both factions
and involved teachers, parents (some of whom
are local political leaders), and community lead-
ers. It provides classes in agriculture, commu-
nity activities, computers, and English. The
center has created a politically neutral space
where both sides can meet freely and discuss
issues. It has not thus far affected freedom of
movement across the divide or political reinte-
gration. It is only an early step in reconciliation
that provides the citizenry a place, as one UN
volunteer put it, “to change the way that they
think and act about each other.” Ultimately, as
community reintegration takes place, the divid-
ing line may become meaningless.

In Tuzla, the women’s organization Bosfam was
formed to help refugee women earn income and
reintegrate back into their communities. Al-
though the emphasis has been income genera-
tion, the group has evolved into an advocacy
organization. It found that relatives of the dis-
appeared in Tuzla were denied the same ben-
efits given to war widows. It succeeded in
changing the law to equalize the benefits. The
context of Tuzla was important, because of the
city’s multiethnic history.

Repatriation of refugees is a prerequisite to
Bosnia’s and Croatia’s survival as unified, inte-
grated states. But civil society and the interna-
tional community have had difficulty in effect-
ing these returns. In Vukovar, a city in eastern
Croatia virtually destroyed by the Serbs, at-
tempts by former Serbian residents to return and

obtain even the most basic human and civil
rights have been thwarted. USAID/Zagreb sup-
ported the establishment of a group of lawyers,
the Civil Rights project, to attempt to ensure the
reintegration of the returning Serb population.
Local authorities have prevented many Serbs
who wish to return from gaining citizenship and
work permits and returning to their former
homes. With the assistance of USAID-sponsored
lawyers from the United States, the project has
hired two local lawyers who work with such
displaced Serbs. As of July 1997, more than 800
Serbs have been denied citizenship on vague
grounds, and elderly Serbs are finding it diffi-
cult to claim benefits they accumulated in the
prewar years.

In summary, we found that there were limited
successes in achieving community-level reinte-
gration in divided towns and communities, in
attacking single-issue restrictions (such as for
the handicapped), in making changes in spe-
cific legislation (particularly at the community
level), and in creating politically neutral spaces
for the two factions and freedom of movement
between them. Yet there was strong community-
level interest in organizations that contribute to
peace building because they encourage broad
cross-ethnic membership based on common
interest or need and form around these issues.
However, these organizations so far appear un-
able to change the reality of divided communi-
ties or to break the stranglehold of nationalistic
parties’ control of politics at the community lev-
els. The question remains whether these will
succeed over time in reuniting the still sharply
divided communities of Bosnia and Croatia.

Strengthening Civil Society
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Lessons Learned

1. Small private business organizations, fi-
nancial intermediaries, professional associa-
tions, and businesses that have an integrated
leadership and organizational structure pro-
mote interethnic cooperation. “Ethnically
blind” business behavior promotes cooperation
between factions. Building associations, com-
panies, or linkages that promote trade, com-
merce, or marketing with other associations—
particularly across ethnic geographic bound-
aries—help break down restrictions on trade and
communications. Removing factional leaders
from the situational, geographic, and political
conditions can also help break down barriers.

2. The economic viability and income poten-
tial of enterprises is linked directly to their
success in attracting and retaining intereth-
nic members. Having boards made up of vari-
ous ethnic factions helps ensure that each
group’s interests will be represented. Produc-
tion chains that rely on various ethnic minori-
ties create permanent links between ethnic
groups, as long as the enterprises are success-
ful.

3. A long-term media strategy that promotes
open and credible alternative sources of news
must concentrate on building democratic,
sustainable media with professional journal-
ists. Permanent communication networks are
essential for initiating and maintaining linkages,
especially those channels that cannot be con-
trolled by outside political forces.

4. A highly nationalistic, strongly separatist
political leadership is one of the greatest ob-
stacles to “reconciliation,” at both the com-
munity and national levels. The establishment
of ethnically based states from the former Yu-
goslavia and strong nationalistic political lead-
ership has led to political and economic inter-
ests that are based in the continued separation.
These leaders create barriers through control of
policy, regulations, and laws. More important,
control by these leaders extends down to cities,
towns, and even the village level.





References

Bringa, Tone. 1996. Being Muslim the Bosnian
Way: Identity and Community in a Cen-
tral Bosnian Village. Princeton, N.J.:
Princeton Paperbacks.

Harbeson, John W.; Donald Rothchild; and
Naomi Chazan, eds. 1996. Civil Soci-
ety and the State in Africa. Boulder,
Colo.: Lynne Rienner Publishers, Inc.

Hodson, Randy; Duško Sekulic; and Garth
Massey. “National Tolerance in the
Former Yugoslavia,” American Journal
of Sociology 99, no. 6 (May 1994):
1,534–55.

USAID Fact Sheet. April 9, 1997. Bosnia Inde-
pendent Media Program. Washington.


